Association for Information Systems

AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
ICIS 2021 TREOs

TREO Papers

12-12-2021

How Influential are Virtual Influencers? Impact of Visual Realism
on Credibility
Samia Cornelius
Baylor University, samia_cornelius1@baylor.edu

Dorothy E. Leidner
Baylor University, dorothy_leidner@baylor.edu

Saman Bina
saman_bina@baylor.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://aisel.aisnet.org/treos_icis2021

Recommended Citation
Cornelius, Samia; Leidner, Dorothy E.; and Bina, Saman, "How Influential are Virtual Influencers? Impact of
Visual Realism on Credibility" (2021). ICIS 2021 TREOs. 29.
https://aisel.aisnet.org/treos_icis2021/29

This material is brought to you by the TREO Papers at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been accepted for
inclusion in ICIS 2021 TREOs by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more
information, please contact elibrary@aisnet.org.

TREO
Technology, Research, Education, Opinion

How Influential are Virtual Influencers? Impact of Visual Realism on Credibility
Samia Cornelius, Dr Dorothy Leidner, Dr Saman Bina
Samia_Cornelius1@baylor.edu, Dorothy_Leidner@baylor.edu, Saman_Bina@baylor.edu

Human-likeness in form or function of technology is often referred to as technology realism and
is manifested in the way technology looks (visual realism) and the way it behaves (behavioral
realism) (Kang & Watt 2013). Technological interfaces that support realistic avatars or images are
known to promote familiarity and acceptance of the interface (Nass, Steuer, & Tauber 1994; Nass
& Moon, 2000). But the uncanny valley hypothesis posits that increasing levels of human-likeness
in the appearance of a robot where it becomes too similar, but not completely, to human beings
can elicit feelings of eeriness and discomfort (Mori 1970). The inconsistency in findings can be a
result of specific experimental conditions and contexts of study. And since Mori (1970) does not
specifically outline the kind of human-like design manipulations that would lead to the uncanny
valley, the hypothesis is open for testing for novel technologies and new technological
environments. In this paper, we test the uncanny valley hypothesis for virtual influencers (VIs).
VIs are computer-generated persons interacting with human beings and other VIs in the social
media space (Nolan 2018). They are novel and popular applications of natural face technology
that can look more or less like humans and influence audience attitudes by frequent interaction
or personal persuasiveness (Freberg, Graham, McGaughey, & Freberg 2011).
While appearance remains an important determinant of influence (Baylor, 2009), mixed
theoretical and experimental evidence on the optimum amount of visual realism in avatars and
robots leaves developers confused about the efficacy of human-like appearance. In this study,
we measure users’ perceptions of VI credibility for increasing levels of visual realism to determine
their persuasive power based on appearance. We hypothesize that VIs that appear to almost but
not completely like humans are less influential as compared to VIs that appear to be completely
human-like and those that are less like humans.
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